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condition of almost autonomous communities, and
made them the wonder, glory, and pride of the
Middle Ages. Citizens and burghers became free-
men, and enjoyed the privileges that fell to this lot-
Hence men loved to crowd into the towns, and these
grew up and flourished apace, until they acquired
such power and assumed such proportions as their
first promoters little contemplated.

It was the Lombard league of cities that broke the
might of the Holy Roman Emperors, as the rulers
of Germany loved to style themselves, as they styled
themselves, indeed, long after the Empire, to quote
Voltaire, was neither Holy, nor Roman, nor an
Empire.

Ignominiously driven forth from Italy, the German
kings at last turned their steps homeward, where they
looked to reign with their old strength and might,
even though the range of their rule had been circum-
scribed. They came back to find that long absences,
internal and external feuds, pretenders and usurpers,
had so weakened their prestige that their subjects had
learnt to trust to themselves rather than to theii
sovereign heads. And when they did return, at last,
it was to find themselves confronted with such
another league of cities, as had wrecked their power
abroad, a federation founded for mutual protection
and defence, under whose aegis alone could peace or
shelter be found.

This was the irony of fate indeed. To be sove-
reigns of the world, the German emperors had staked
their national existence ; staked and lost.

On a murky and disturbed horizon had arisen a bril-